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THE REFORMED CHURCH IN HUNGARY TODAY 
by Andrew Harsanyi 
Dr. Andrew Harsanyi, a native of Hungary and 
ordained by the Reformed Church of that 
country, served several United Presbyterian 
churches in the U. S. A. Loaned to the 
Hungarian Reformed Church in America he was 
pastor of the Hungarian Reformed Church of 
Carteret, New Jersey for 25 years. For many 
years now he has been co-chairman of the 
Roman Catholic/ Presbyterian-Reformed Consul­
tation, the regional bilateral sponsored by 
the American Bishops' Committee for Ecumeni­
cal and Interreligious Affairs and the 
Caribbean and North American Area Council of 
the World Alliance of Reformed Churches; he 
is also secretary of the Theological Com­
mittee of the same regional unit of the 
World Alliance of Reformed Churches. Besides 
these assignments Dr. Harsanyi follows with 
great interest the develoments in the lives 
of the churches in Eastern Europe. 
At a recent meeting of church people from various ecclesiastical 
traditions in the course of informal conversation I was asked about the 
Reformed Church in Hungary. After the first general question I was hit 
with a barrage of special ones: Is the church free? How free? How far 
does state control go? Is there an underground church? What about the 
ideological clashes between Marxist and Christian convictions--in theory 
and in praxis? What is the real relationship between church and state? 
Does the church have a place in the Communist State? Has it found a 
place? Does it want to find a place? Is there a living Reformed Church in 
Hungary? One question after the other about 1 ife in the congregations, 
about church attendance, about young people, about the quality of church 
leadership, about theological activity, about relationships--the 
questions went on and on. I answered the questions in the rhapsodical and 
haphazard sequence as I got them. Now, recalling them from memory, I am 
going to try to organize them. 
I was raised in that church but have been living outside of Hungary 
since the end of World War II; on the other hand I visited Hungary at 
least a dozen times during the past 15 years. Thus my answers are based 
partly on printed material produced by the Reformed Church in Hungary 
- 1 -
partly on personal observations and impressions, and on conversations 
with Hungarian people inside as well as outside the church. My presen­
tation will necessarily be a combination of factual information and 
subjective assessment and while I shall be compelled to look at the 
Reformed Church in Hungary with a "Western Christian" eye I shall 
equally be compell ed to look at it with an "Eastern Christian" heart and 
with the Christian faith which cannot be sliced and labelled. 
It should be noted that when we are speaking of the Hungarian 
Reformed Church we are speaking of that Church within the boundaries of 
the present Hungarian State. There are Reformed Churches with a 
preponderantly or almost exclusively Hungarian (Magyar) constituency in 
Slovakia (the Eastern part of Czechoslovakia), in the Carpatho-Ukraine 
(U. S.S. R.), in Transylvania (Romania), in Yugoslavia--altogether round 
1.1 million ethnically Magyar Reformed Christians. Geographically they 
all live in areas which are situated in pre-World War I Hungary� 
The Reformed Church in Hungary is a 2 and l/4 million strong church 
out of a total population of approximately 11 million. This figure comes 
from a combination of traditional figures, official church reports and 
educated guesswork. Traditionally 21% of the country's population is 
Reformed. This proportion stil holds if all normal (and baptized) 
Reformed Christiaris are included. If asked and pressed for an answer some 
would indicate a vague affiliation with the Reformed Church: that they 
were baptized in the Reformed Church, that they 'used to go' to the 
Reformed Church, that their families belonged to the Reformed Church, 
etc. According to reliable official church estimates round 1.4- 1.5 
million is the number of those who are in an appreciable way active in 
the life of the church. 
The Reformed Church in Hungary has four church districts (we would 
call them synods in America), 27 'seniorates (presbyteries) and around 
1,200 congregations. The latter number is fluctuating because of yoking 
on the one hand and new congregations being formed on the other. All 
units have dual leadership: bishop, senior and pastor, respectively with 
a lay counterpart on all levels, the chief curator or curator. These are 
all elective offices. The office of bishop is a unique feature of the 
Hungarian synodal-presbyterian system of government; the system is 
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sometimes called constitutional episcopacy. 
The constitution of the Hungarian People's Republic guarantees 
re 1 igious freedom--which is included in the constitutions of the other 
socialist states too. It can be said that this guarantee may be better 
honored in Hungary than in other socialist countries. Yet it must also be 
said that the free exercise of religion and the free functioning of the 
churches appears 
from freedom. It 
to be different from what Westerners generally expect 
seems that there are different kinds and also different 
degrees of freedom and what an outside observer may see and judge as an 
outright denial of freedom and violation of a citizen's 'constitutional 
right' is viewed differently in the context of socialist society. A 
communist party member, for instance, cannot be a practicing Christian; 
nor can a teacher be a church-goer. Some may take the risk, some may even 
get away with it, but consequences may be harsh. However, runs the 
counterargument, nobody is compelled to be a Communist Party member or an 
educator today. The choice is free. Similar is the· situ�tion for 
professionals. But lack of party membership or active involvement in 
church work may exclude a person from decision-making positions. 
Political non-involvement and active church involvement may result in 
disadvantages but, again, it is the individual's choice. 
A case of a different kind: a professor in one of the seminaries was 
asked if he ·was teaching Marxism in his course and if a seminarian could 
excuse himself from attending such classes. "Yes" and "No", was the dual 
reply to the two questions. He said he would teach it as an obligatory 
subject regardless of whether it was required by any authority, church or 
state. "How will the pastor be able to match the knowledge and wits of 
the communist party secretary, a trained Marxist, in his town or village, 
if he is not trained in Marxism on top of his theological training? He 
must not be free to be uneducated." 
There certainly are limitations imposed by the State. Some of them, 
however, must be read in their context. For example there is freedom of 
assembly in Hungary in the same sense as in Western democracies. It is 
not a citizen's constitutional right freely to organize a club or an 
association. For the churches this means, among other things, that no 
organizations may be formed with any measure of fixed structure-by-laws, 
officers, meetings; that is no men's or women's guilds or youth 
- 3 -
fellowships, neither locally nor regionally or nationally. No YMCA, YWCA, 
or anything like it. This is, of course, inconceivable for the Western 
way of thinking. Yet it cannot be cons ide red as solely anti-church; the 
law limits all kinds of organizations--one cannot organize a privat e club 
for any purpose. Furthermore, no meetings or gatherings can be held off 
the premises of church--except by occasional special permit. Consequently 
church people cannot meet in homes for circles, bible groups, study 
groups, particularly not with youth involvement. Even if in the course of 
such meetings, especially if they are held regularly, the discussions do 
not attack socialist phil osophy, they are still against the law and 
individuals may be prosecuted. Depending on the case and on the local 
situation, leaders and participants may get away with a warning or may 
suffer more serious consequences. Again, such actions on the part of the 
State cannot be called religious persecution. the leader and participants 
of the group in question were violating the law. Of course, according to 
our interpretation, the law itself is a violation of basic human rights. 
But as long as the law is in effect and the people know that, the 
violators of the law can be prosecuted and the prosecution is not 
religious persecution per se. 
The churches, thus, have no congregational organizations, no 
Westminstei Circles, no Dorcas Guilds, no Geneva Fellowships, or the l.ike 
such as we have. I asked a relatively young Hungarian pastor about this 
during his brief visit in America: "Don't you miss these· 
organizations? " His answer was: "No, I don't. You see, I never had the 
experience of their actual operation. I certainly realize the importance 
they have in your congregational structure. But we simply cannot have 
them and I honestly believe that to defy the law would not only be too 
costly but also senseless. We must use the structure we have and use its 
opportunities to their full measure. I believe the foremost duty we have 
is Lo expose our people to the Gospel of Jesus Christ and motivate them 
to the service of love as much as we are able to 9o that. True, we can do 
it only in the church. So, we have Sunday morning service for 
children--not exactly the kind of Sunday School I saw in America--but the 
children get a lot of Gaspe 1. We have two more worship services on 
Sundays, one may be the serial exposition of the Heidelberg Catechj sm 
which is one of the two of ficial creeds of our Church (the other being 
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the Second Helvetic Confession). There is nothing on Monday, but Tuesday 
evening we have hymn-singing, prayer and Bible-talk in which the people 
present may participate; it happens that most people coming in Tuesday 
are younger women. Wednesday we have the same thing but the people who 
come happen to be mostly in their twenties--university students, students 
from technical schools, or workers of any kind; they are great singers. 
Thursday the same thing, participants are, however, rather elderly women; 
Friday is for men. Saturday we have confirmation classes. All these, 
together with brief payer services every weekday morning, add up to 14 
opportunities during the week to be in touch with the Bible and to hear 
Christ's imperative for Christian living. The various groups of 
participants are not segregated but the topic for each evening is geared 
to the kind of people who generally come." The man concluded with a 
smile: "You know, I wouldn't mind having a strong young women's guild 
with nice fat gifts to our congregation's treasury. But that just isn't 
possible. Yet to get the Word of God to all people of my congregation who 
want it, is possible. And, mind you, if it comes to a dinner--strictly on 
church grounds--I have plenty of women who will do the cooking." 
The point this Reformed pastor made was summed up in a more 
abstract way by another man: "The question is this: should I spend my 
energy in trying to fight certain limitations forced upon the church by 
the nature of our secular system, or should I concentrate all my energy 
to communicate the Gospel of Christ within the framework which is at our 
disposal? I disapprove of the limitations--but my disapproval does not do 
any good to anybody. So I do what is possible. The choice is between 
these two: to be a servant church or to be an oppostion church. For my 
witness I chose the first of the two. After all"--he concluded--"the 
church in Corinth had no women's guild either." This last remark in 
reference to the early church in the Roman Empire is a favorite way to 
describe the position of the church in socialist countries. 
In city churches in Hungary there are more Sunday worship services 
than in the West. Checking the list of services as printed in the weekly 
Reform�tusok Lapja issue of June 20, 1982, in the Budapest metropolitan 
area there will be II I worship services in 69 churches and preaching 
stations; in Debrecen 28 in 13; and in Miskolc 43 in 16. 
Attendance at worship services? Good and bad. But what is good and 
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what is bad? The average congregation in a city parish, the resident 
pastor preaching, is 100-200 people. Some churches are packed to 
capacity, others are practically empty. On the occasion of the 450th 
anniversary of the foundation of the Reformed College at Sarospatak, on 
September 6, 1981, close to 2,000 people jammed the church--not 'invited 
guests' but church folk from the town and from the neighboring 
communities who came by busloads for the festive service. 
There are many explanations and excuses why pews are packed or empty 
but it usually boils down to this one: the way the Word is proclaimed. 
Eloquence is not the only decisive measure; enthusiasm and perseverance 
are important, too. Here is a typical example. It had been a centuries 
old practice to have a brief worship service every weekday morning: 
hymn-singing, scripture, prayers, maybe a few exposiory sentences. 
Attendance consisted of a few old women, maybe some school children while 
schools were still maintained by the church--up to the nationalization of 
all schools. Now here is the story of this pastor of a Budapest 
inner-city church. I quote him: "When weekly morning prayers were 
cancelled in most churches in this city I decided to continue them. Some 
of my colleagues told I was foolishly squandering my energy on those few 
people who come. As a matter of fact it sometimes happened that the 
congregation consisted of my wife, the janitor and the organist. But my 
view was that the church had lost too many opportunities of contact with 
the people and I did not want to lose this one. I wanted to keep the door 
open. So I kept on holding these morning prayers. I scheduled them ahead 
of the customary hour of 8 a. m. in order to give opportunity to workers 
and school children to come. I had -to get used to becoming an early 
riser. Progress was discouragingly slow but there was progress and today 
we often have 20 or more people. Old women, yes, but also others, all 
kinds of people and some children, even high school students--they are 
the most important for me. But you know what is the joke in all this? The 
same colleagues who told me years ago not to waste my energy on these 
weekday morning prayers now say I must be a collaborationist if I am so 
successful. Collaborating with whom? The Communist Party does not send 
any people to morning prayers. Maybe I am collaborating with God. " 
What is the climate in which the church and church people live in 
Hungary today? General discrimination against them has notably 
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decreased. There are individual vexations by hard core bosses in offices 
and plants; local functionaries will also harass active church members, 
particularly in villages and small towns. But the opposite is also true: 
active church people are being left alone and respected by all. 
Much depends on the pastor. Older men who carry the burden of close 
ties to the pre-war establishment of a privileged church are less likely 
to stand against an official hostile to the church. I was told, however, 
about a young pastor who grew up in the new era and was not afraid to go 
into the office of the local party secretary when the latter tried to 
prevent the pastor from holding services on Sundays during harvest time. 
The Pastor kept pounding the table and cited the constitution's guarantee 
of freedom of religion. The result of the shouting match was a 
compromise: the work of the field must be done, Sunday or no Sunday; but 
if the people want their church so badly they can have it during the rest 
period. The compromise was upheld by higher authorities. It should also 
be noted that there were not many people in church during harvest time 
Sundays in the 'old era' either. 
What place has the church found in the given politico-social 
structure where it feels it can function fulfilling its Christ commanded 
mission? The full separation of church and state in Hungary came with the 
Communist takeover. In vain did some leaders of the Reformed Church urge 
this separation before World War II ( like former bishop Imre Revesz of 
Debrecen ) , prophetically foreseeing the grave consequences of separation 
forced upon the church by an aggressive secular State. The loss of the 
church's privileged status was not as disastrous for the Protestant 
Churches as for the Roman Catholic Church: they were not organic parts of 
the political superstructure, nor was their wealth of real estate 
property as enormous. Still the loss of hundreds of schools--grade--,­
middle--and high schools--which suddenly took away tens of thousands of 
children and young people from the influence of a Christian oriented 
education, was very painful. 
All the mainline churches entered into agreements with the State 
including the Roman Catholic Church. The agreement with the Reformed 
church was made in 1948 and among the articles of the agreement was the 
payment of a government subsidy of several million forints annually for 
20 years on a decreasing scale every five years, to end complete] y in 
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1968. This was supposed to be in compensation for the financial losses 
suffered by the church because of the nationalization of the church's 
real properties and of the discontinuation of the collection of 
compulsory church. taxes by the state which had been the source of church 
finances. It must be admitted, self-support through free will offering 
was far from being the basis of the church's financial management in 
pre-war Hungary. (Cf. the still prevailing West German system of church 
taxation. ) 
Now, why was this agreement made for 20 years and why the stipu­
lation of decreasing government subsidy? It has been suggested that it 
had been made on the government assumption that religion would 
gradually disapear in 20 years. However, in spite of a number of measures 
and pressures from the side of State and Party, the church has not 
disappeared. 
On the contrary, the church did not show any sign of dying. After 
much groping the church found a new way of life much different from its 
previous course, a new way nevertheless but which it believed it could 
go. The going was rough, its structure, stature and posture had to be 
changed in so many ways. Having been stripped from its social and 
financial privileges the church had to be more careful, more humble, more 
resourceful in keeping to the essentials of its witness. But it stayed 
alive. Quite alive. 
After the first 5 years the government subsidy was not decreased. By 
the addition of a. special grant state aid was kept at the previous level. 
So it should be noted here that unlike other socialist countries, in 
Hungary state aid goes to the church's central receiving agency and the 
synodal office manages it including the distribution of ministerial 
salary supplements. 
Over the years, views and attitudes have changed on both sides so 
that State and Church are playing a new ball game. The consolidation 
after the 1956 ' events' (as it is cautiously called) which gradually led 
in Hungary to a moderate politico-social climate, not like the frosty 
one following the 1968 Prague Spring in Czechoslovakia, was certainly a 
contributing factor to the new quality of State-church relations. But 
the roots that brought about the change lie much deeper. Based on 
personal interviews and printed documents I can describe them as follows. 
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The prevailing attitude of the Hungarian people today toward all 
ideologies is indifference. What brought this about is economic stability 
and ideological uncertainty. The person who is ideologically uncertain 
does not care for ideologies at all. This is the "I believe in nothing" 
syndrome. People. are disappointed in politics but they are equally 
disapointed in religion, in Christianity, in the church. This is in 
general phenomenon of secularization of mind spirit which is not bound to 
any political system; it is a European, nay, a global phenomenon. 
An increasing number of thoughtful Hungarians have recognized this 
and realize that this indifference must be healed because it is a 
sickness of mind and soul. It also makes society vulnerable because 
indifferent masses are not creative but can easily be manipulated for any 
purpose. 
Neither professing Communists nor professing Christians are in­
different because they believe in their respective ideologies. As for the 
churches the masses realize this, at least as far as the church's ethical 
stance goes. Political leaders have made the same discovery. What is more 
important, however, is that political leaders discovered that the church 
in Hungary is not a historical imperative but a present social necessity. 
Up to now they have looked at the church as a force which in past 
centuries had a history-shaping role; but it was believed that the 
church's historical role was over, finished. Thirty years were needed to 
discover that this was not so. 
One factor that caused this change in view was that the adverse 
image of the church was abandoned. For a very long time the church had 
enjoyed all the privileges of the feudal and capitalistic order at the 
expense of social changes for the sake of the poor. The poor were aware 
of this and did not consider the church being on their side. The emphasis 
here was on social changes and not on incidental help, relief treatment. 
The church was a category neither to be counted on nor to be reckoned 
with. 
Now, it turned out--and it is being recognized by society itself, 
ecclesiastical as well as secular--that, indeed, the church can be 
counted on and must be reckoned with; that the church is a "present 
social necessity" because a healthy society needs a solid moral basis 
which the church has and which cannot be found elsewhere. By another 
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definition, the church is able to offer that moral basis to society, 
ready and available; others can only suggest and demand it in theory. 
It should be clearly understood at this point that the abov0 
described recognition does not mean--not by a long shot--that the "other 
side" is willing to give up its ideological stance. No compromise is 
offered, no convergence suggested. What should be possible, however, is 
cooperation. It could be called parallelism of service. 
I have heard and read statements by Hungarian state officials 
tell ing quite frankly that in their effort to "build socialism" so far 
they have been unable· to develop the socialist community person, the New 
Man or New Women. By the end of the sixties the second young generation 
was about to join the productive forces of socialism and the 'new person' 
was not there. These young people, mostly in the 25-30 age bracket, were 
bitterly reproved by the planners of socialism for being interested in 
nothing else except in building their own private material well-being. 
They were accused of not caring for the ideals of socialism but only to 
scrape together enough money to buy an automobile, a privately owned 
apartment, a summer home, a trip abroad, and to have children--in that 
order. The charges against them included corruption, the worker's lack of 
pride in his or her work, subservience and all the other sins of the 
capitalistic system which socialism promised to eradicate. The 
realization of the plan seemed to be drifting away. 
Then the church came into the picture. By this time the church has 
a] ready officially identified itself with the socialist imperative of 
service to fellow-human beings. From the strong emphasis on 
horizontal theology, it followed that the church continued to preach the 
sanctity of family life, personal integrity, honest work, and a scale of 
values more important than material goods. 
Today, regardless of ideological positions all responsible leaders 
in Hungary agree that the one crucial thing is the spiritual­
intellectual-material development and continuous enrichment of the 
Hungarian people, not the material alone. To achieve this all forces must 
work together. The churches' help is needed and expected in this effort. 
Marxism, one official said, did not invent everything that is good for 
the people. And, a creatively thinking and honestly working believing 
Christian is a more useful and more desirable person than a cynical 
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atheist. All this fits into the category I heard repeatedly referred to: 
flexible Marxism in relationship to religion. Another official expressed 
it this way: "The issue is pragmatism versus dogmatism; instead of 
driving agressivcly for conformity everybody must work for life.'' 
In Hungary, as in other socialist countries, there is a State Office 
of Church Affairs. In theory it is the official link between the 
government and the churches. It certainly has the power to exert control 
over the churches. It has been suggested that although the time of overt 
repression and ideological interferernce has passed the Office's 
influence still can be felt. For the Western concept of freedom of 
religion even the existence of such an office is abhorrent. For the 
churches living in a state structured according to Marxist-socialist 
principles it is one of the limitations they cannot help but accept and 
live with. The present head of the Office, Imre Mikl6s, said in the 
course of a conversation that he endeavors to represent the State to the 
Churches and the Churches to the State and he would like people to see 
his Office not as representing adversaries but being a bridge between the 
two. Some claim that Church-State relationship in Hungary could be a 
model for other countries. 
*** 
The Reformed Church in Hungary has articulated its stance. That the 
world is organized on the basis of and is governed by ideologies is a 
fact. As long as this is so the church must relate to ideologies other 
than its own. Thus the church, surrounded and affected by the workings of 
a particular ideology, must take a stand and order its life within the 
society governed by that ideology. It is easy to see that the Reformed 
Church in Hungary walks a narrow path. There is the risk of compromise at 
the expense of the Gospel, a kind of domestication of religion and church 
in the house of Marxism; and there is the risk of rejecting socialism 
altogether. Therefore the church must carefully and precisely answer such 
questions as: does the church have a place in the present social 
structure? ;  how can the church survive in it without compromising the 
Gospel? The church has learned by now that in a new social structure it 
must search for and find a new place, and develop new modes of life. 
Af ter passing the stage of often overreacting repentance for past 
sins and after the experience of 1956 the Reformed Church in Hungary has 
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thus assessed the situation: Marxist or not, time has come for a new 
social order; in Hungary it is Marxist oriented; the church decisively 
rejects Communist and Marxist ideology but doesn't reject a series of 
social changes, regretfully admitting that many of the social changes 
should have been promoted and could have been helped to happen by the 
churches prior to World War II. The historical fact that they have been 
revolutionary, carried into effect by the Communist takeover, is no 
reason to oppose them. 
The answer is the servant church. Serving the people within this 
existing society in love is not giving up the Gospel but fulfilling it. 
The church must not only exist in this society; it should motivate it. 
The c;hurch should serve, not be subservient to society. The Reformed 
Church in Hungary knows that there is a spiritual hunger in the people; 
there is a spiritual vacuum. A vacuum needs to be filled: fill it with 
the gospel of love and there will be no room for anything else. 
It should be stressed at this point that there is an ideological 
difference between socialism and Marxist socialism. Socialism approved 
and desired by the church is a just social order built upon the love of 
God and the love of human beings; through socialism the church believes 
to serve God and society. The development of a theology of socialism is 
definitely among the theological activities of the Reformed Church in 
Hungary. It is often being asked by concerned people in the West, is 
there an underground Reformed Church in Hungary, organized resistance, 
theological opposition, a kind of Bekennende Kirche? The answer is that 
there was a movement close to organized resistance in the fifties. I 
wasn't able to trace any existing today. 1956 taught church people that 
organized opposition would not bring positive results. It would summarily 
be suppressed and would jeopardize a great number of valuable 
achievements. I heard two statements which summarize the issue of 
resistance. One: "Christian aggressiveness is no better than communist 
aggressiveness. 11 the other: "For the church there is only one mode of 
resistance: witness with the Word to strengthen the church and its 
people; this will truly resist any attempt to eradicate the church and 
religion. " 
There are people who look at the present situation pessimisticall y  
·and f eel that the present life of the church is merely the State-per-
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mitted artificial prolongation of a dubious and limited existence. These 
people also feel that the church's leadership is weak and collaborates 
too willingly with the State. How do such individuals express their 
opposition? One way, strangely enough, is by keeping away from all kind 
of church activities. Other�, particularly in cities where people have 
the option to listen to ministers of their preference, boycott the 
services of ministers they consider as too subservient to the State. 
Resistance by some pastors and theologians is a more complex matter. 
A pastor can 'resist' by opposing the church's official theological 
position, by disregarding the_directives of higher church authorities, or 
by openly denouncing the new social order, its present secular leadership 
and the church 1 s cooperation with them, from the pulpit. Such a person 
however, would not last too long. Yet, it is hard to generalize. It 
depends on how smart the person is. If a person openly denounces the 
socialist regime he or she will most likely be prosecuted on political 
charges. If a person ignores the directives of higher church authorities 
he or she may get away with that. In such case that individual may be 
treated reciprocally, that is by being ignored by superiors which could 
be detrimental not only for him or her (blocked from getting a larger 
church) but also f or that congregation (no financial help for a reno­
vation job) . 
It is even harder for a theologian to express disapproval of how 
things are going in the academic field. Official publications may or may 
not print such controversial views. Probably not. Independent 
publications--in our sense of the word--do not exist. Individually one 
cannot have· anything printed; there are not private print shops and one 
cannot get paper. Thus the only recourse is to remain silent. Seminary 
professors have a relatively good measure of academic freedom. But, 
understandably, they must be careful how far they stretch this freedom, 
which is another paradox of the Hungarian scene. 
;':"'k;': 
The new politico-social situation also called for certain changes in 
the law of the Reformed Church in Hungary. The new law became effective 
in 1967. As to the changes here are a few examples: articles dealing with 
schools maintained by the church or dealing with the missionary care of 
Hungarian Reformed congregations abroad had to be eliminated or radically 
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modified. Among the numerous changes--some quite basic, others rather 
subtle--maybe the most significant is the new procedure of filling a 
pastoral vacancy. Although the basic right of the congregations to issue 
a call is being maintained, the higher judicatories (seniorate, district) 
have a 'hand' through a process of recommendations, nomination, and other 
measures. Here again the question of the congregation's free choice comes 
up. There is the new legalized way of interference and pressure from 
above (de facto not entirely new) , but there is also the possibility for 
sound counsel which can be of great help in situations where 'free 
choice' may not be adviseable in the interest of both the candidate and 
the congregation. Is this full freedom? No, of course not. but the 
nominating committee may know where a particular candidate may not 
succeed. On the other hand, if the congregation persists in either its 
resistance to the committee's candidate or in its insistence on its own 
choice, the congregation's will prevails. It does not happen frequently. 
An additional article to the new church law was passed in November 
1981 concerning the eligibility of women to full pastoral charges. Up to 
now women even in possession of ministerial qualifications could_only be 
employed as instructors in religious education and in diaconal services; 
they were not permitted to perform pulpit or any other liturgical 
services. The new law of 1967 somewhat modified the employment of 
qua] i fi.ed women making it possible to engage them as "staff ministers" 
(a kind of assistant pastor) authorized to preach but without being 
permitted to administer the sacraments or to officiate at weddings, 
funerals and confirmations. 
Now women attained equal status with men in the ministry and became 
eligible to fill charges as full fledged pastors. Details in regard to 
ordination and consecration are still to be worked out (the Reformed 
Church in Hungary has a special procedure in this respect) but it should 
suffice to say that discrimination against women in the ministry has been 
eliminated. The church districts, one after the other, welco�ed the 
women-ministers, e. g. there were 26 women pastors acknowledged in the 
Cistibiscan District, 3 1  in the Transtibiscan (Debreccn) . 
The same article also made women eligible to become elders; this has 
not been possible either. 
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In the artie le 's preamble the Synod stated that the church has 
"theologically perceived" that the time had come to make this change. 
Presiding Bishop Tibor Bartha also declared that while thorough biblical 
and theological studies had been done in preparation of this statute he 
himself investigated the theological stance of many sisters churches in 
Europe, the U. S. and Canada in this matter. 
It certainly is a delicate task to analyze the new church law. 
Western, particularly emigre, critics argue that the new law is an 
accommodation to governmental demands; others·say it is an adjustment to 
the new situation as well as an updating. It seems that the adminis­
tration of church life has become more centralized by the new law than it 
had been prior to World War II. The counterargument against this is that 
in the 'old era' power to run the church was concentrated in the hands of 
a f ew forceful leaders, a de facto centralization; while the new law's 
centralization is a de jure situation, and actuall y  a more democratic 
one. 
Theological work is vigorous and productive. Not only professors and 
lecturers at the two the?logical academies (seminaries) but also a number 
of full time research fellows and an even greater number of pastors are 
active in ' doing theology. ' Selected teams of theologian prepare 
'contributions' to international conferences and assemblies (WCC, WARC, 
etc. ) The quality of scholarship is high. This theology is identified 
with radical social ethics, fight for human rights, liberation 
theology, fight for nuclear disarmament and for peace-- nothing strange 
to theological activism in the West; often, however, 'eastern rhetoric' 
is being used which may make an otherwise good 
the Western mind. 
theology unpalatable for 
The Synodical Press Department of the Reformed Church in Hungary has 
a long list of publications; academic, devotional, literary. An entirely 
new translation of the whole bible was published in 1975. Thousands of 
copies were picked up swiftly, necessitating reprints. It should be noted 
that the preparation of this new translation, by an interdenominational 
Protestant Bible Translation Committee, had begun in the early thirties. 
the previous version is also widely in circulation and pastors can now 
choose which translation they prefer to use in the pulpit. 
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The Church publishes an official monthly (Rcformatus Egyhhz) , a 
quarterly magazine of essays and literary items (Confessio) , and a 
weekly nationally dis tributed parochial tabloid (Reformltusok Lapja) . 
The leadership of the Reformed church in Hungary is undisputably of 
high quality. Their critics do not doubt their erudition nor their 
Christian integrity. They are charged, however, that they have not come 
into their positions through the full democratic process of f ree 
elect ions. The fact is that nominations and appointments to decision 
making positions must be accepted and agreed upon by the State. This is 
just another item of limitations which is unacceptable to the Western 
concept of the religious liberty yet must be understood in the context of 
a strictly organized secular society. 
The rank and file clergy is well trained. The two theological 
academies (seminaries) of Budapest and Debrecen seem to turn out a 
sufficient numnber of new pastors. The new law admitting women to 
ordination will further improve the situation; there are several cases 
where husband and wife, both ordained, serve yoked congregations as a 
team. 
Two of the historical academies, Sarospatak and P�pa, both with over 
400 years in service, were closed in the early f ifties in the course of 
the nationalization process. The two remaining institutions are well 
s taff ed. Professors hold academic degrees from theological schools of 
Western Europe and the U. S.A. Many of them are frequently invited to 
lecture in these countries. Scholarships at seminaries of Western 
countries are continuously enjoyed by a fairly good number of Hungarian 
graduate students. 
Seminarians have to serve in the armed forces just as any other man. 
Some fear the adverse consequences of being thrown together with many 
unbelievers for two years under an atheist leadership; others consider 
it another opportunity of Christian service and the time for 
strengthening their own faith. Every coin has two sides. Conscientious 
objection in
.
regard to military service, however, is not accepted. 
The religious upbringing of children is a complex matter. Before the 
separation of church and state compulsory religious instruction was a 
part of the curriculum in elementary as well as in secondary schools in 
Hungary regardless of whether the schools were maintained by the church 
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or by the state. The new order provides optional religious instruction. 
In order to participate the child must be registered in advance which 
involves a written application and statement of intent by the parents, or 
for older children by themselves. This looks simple but in fact parents 
and children may be kept back from registering by various reasons: fear, 
pressure, harassment on the job or in the school; in many cases the fear 
may not be justified but it is in the mind of the parent or of the child. 
Nevertheless, religious instruction in schools does go on, although on a 
decreasing scale. The religious upbringing and Christian influence upon 
children and young people is thus relegated into the home and church. 
Sunday morning services for children, confirmation classes, meetings of 
ypung people in the church building on a weekday evening--I have 
mentioned these earlier--are the given opportunities. Occasional youth 
retreats are organized on church grounds; they are well attended. 
*** 
Finally, a few words should be said about the ecumenical relations 
of the Reformed Church in Hungary. References have already been made to 
various contacts with interdenominational councils and conferences (WCC, 
WARC, etc . )  as well as with individual churches all over the world. 
Conferences with participants from abroad are just as numerous as visits 
to church conferences, ecclesiastical institutions and churches by 
Hungarian Reformed churchmen and women. The Reformed Church in Hungary is 
providing outstanding 
dialogue. 
leadership to the Reformed-Eastern Orthodox 
The strong participation in the activities of the Christian Peace 
Conference (CPC) by the Reformed Church in Hungary is mainly due to 
leadership of Hungarian churchmen in the work of the CPC from its very· 
beginning. Yet the involvement of the Reformed Church in Hungary in the 
global peace crusade should not be assessed by the use of Eastern 
rhetoric· but rather by the desire for peace of a people who suffered 
tremendous losses in two world wars and now abhors the possibility of any 
kind of clash of arms. 
It has also been suggested that the personal contacts generated by 
the CPC have opened previously closed doors to the East. Reference is 
being made in this context to the ordination of the new bishop of the 
Reformed Church in the Carpatho-Ukraine (U. S. S. R. ) ,  Paul Forgan, by 
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Hungarian Reformed bishops Tibor Bartha and Karoly Toth and to the 
shipment of thousands of Hungarian language Bibles to the same Church 
which is ethnically pure Hungarian. The area where this Church of 
70-80,000 people in as many as 70-80 congregations is situated used to be 
part of pre-World War I Hungary. 
Ecumenism within Hungary is sharply divided. ·There is good cooper­
ation between the Reformed Church and the various Protestant Churches. 
Only one of them, the Lutheran church (in Hungary is called 
Evangelical), has a significant membership, about 430,000 members in 300 
congregations organized in 16 seniorates and 2 districts. The relation­
ship of the Evangelical Church to the new social order, from the 
State-Church agreement assuring government subsidies down to the emphasis 
on the diaconate as the call of the servant church is much the same as 
that of the Reformed Church. They also have the .same types of 
publications; they maintain lively contact with Lutheran Churches abroad. 
The rest of the Protestant Churches fall into the category of "free 
churches. " These include the Baptists, the Methodists, the Seventh Day 
Adventists, the Pentecostals, The Nazarenes, the Old Christians, The 
Congregatiohs of Christian Brethren, the Congregations of the Living God 
and scores of others. The Baptist Church is the largest among them 
(20,000 or more) , the others having just a few ·thousand members each. 
These small denominations form the Council of Free Churches. An important 
item concerning State-church relation of these free churches is that they 
do not receive regular government subsidies. They receive, however, 
sizeable 'sacred gifts' from abroad. 
All Protestant Churches in Hungary belong to the Ecumenical Council 
of Hungarian Churchis. It is an active organization. One of its 
important functions is the publication of the monthly magazine Theologiai 
Szemle [ Theological Review]. 
Recently received information from Hungary contained data on the 
number of churches open for worship in Hungary (including 'meeting 
houses,' 'tabernacles' of the free churches) . There are 3 ,  520 Roman 
Catholic, 1,453 Reformed, �46 Evangelical, 69 Eastern Orthodox, 8 
Unitarian, 498 all Free Churches together, 130 Jewish places of worsh�p. 
In the period 1972- 1982, 57 Roman Catholic, 18 Reformed and 15 
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Evangelical Churches have been built; during the same period the Free 
Churches built 54 new places of worship. 
Cooperation between the Protestant Churches and the Roman Catholic 
Church in Hungary is almost non-existent or superficial at best. A number 
of reasons could be named for this: the centuries old memories of the 
Counterreformation, the anti-Habsburg stance of Hungarian Protestants, 
the opposing political philosophies (kingdom vs republic) , the greater 
Roman Catholic participation in the pre-war superstructure, consequently 
a devastating loss in political influence and property caused by the 
radical secularization; and finally a resilient self- adjustment of the 
Protestant churches to the new social order eliciting a charge of 
'spineless collaborationism' by the Roman Catholics. 
There are exchanges of courtesy visits between Protestant bishops 
(Reformed and Evangelical) and the Archbishop of Esztergom, the Roman 
Catholic Primate of Hungary, but hardly anything more than. that. A 
monsignor in Budapest (a friend of mine of long standing) characterized 
t he situation this way: "The only meaningful dialogue between Roman 
Catholics and Reformed is the once-a-year soccer match between the teams 
of the two Budapest seminaries. " 
A sincere desire to have a Roman Catholic-Protestant dialogue in 
Hungary is felt by many. The Roman Catholic monthly magazin Vigilia 
expressed this in a series of essays in its January, 1982 issue, 
discussing such themes as Can there be unity? ; The theological 
foundations of ecumenism; The Roncalli-mystery; Ecumenism's presence and 
future; The teaching of Albert Bereczky; Reflections on a Roman 
Catholic-Evangelical dialogue, etc. The essays listed here have been 
written in equal proportion by Roman Catholics and Protestants. A 
continuation of this tend will hopefully follow. I heard this expressed 
from both sides. One statement: "It is said that there can be no 
eccumenism dictated by an ultimatum. This is not true. For churches 
living in secular society ecumenism is an imperative; those who are 
unwilling to recognize that are either bigots or stupid. " 
As it is also a kind of ecumenism it is appropriate here to note 
that Protestants and marxists have also started dialoguing with each 
other in Hungary. A carefully prepared conference was held, among others, 
in September, 1981. It began on a 'high philosophical level' but 
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discussion of pragmatic issues like the upbringing of youth, patriotism, 
morality and the modes of cooperation between State and Church could not 
be avoided. Again, continuation of this dialogue is very much hoped for. 
*** 
More strokes of the pen could make the picture of the Reformed 
Church in Hungary more accurate and more refined. Yet the reader of the 
preceding pages should by now have not only a fairly good picture of the 
1 ife of the church but also a fairly clear idea of the contextual 
situation in �hich it lives. 
As for the future I want to quote the unprinted view of a 
'liberated' political scientist (geographical location withheld) : 
"Ideology by definition cannot admit compromise. It must be pragmatic but 
the adversarial relationship is only one side of the coin. The other side 
is that although they are fighting they still must respect each other. 
The protagonists, provided they decide to give up mutual destruction, 
must be the kind of partners who play by the same rules and who believe 
they have more to gain from dialogue than from combat. Both sides must 
recognize the essential function of the other in the life of society and 
both must believe in the ultimate fairness of the other in the fight. 
Because fight they must and fight they will; but if they both honor these 
rules neither of them will really lose. It will not be a tie either. Both 
sides could have what is truly important: for the one side a just new 
social order and the freedom to proclaim the love of God and offer the 
love of human beings as the sure and solid foundation of the just new 
social order for all people regardless of whether a person believes in 
the Gospel of Christ or believes in some other ideology. One thing is 
sure; you cannot sit out the game because you may lose everything. " 
Will the 'other side' keep such rules and for how long? To answer 
this question a last quotation from a Hungai;"ian churchman: "That we 
cannot tell. What we can tell, however, is that Jesus promised to be with 
us always, to the close of the ages. " 
+ + + + + 
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